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Abstract The aim of the study was to understand aspects of life that men and women
associate with happiness and to explore the connections between these associations and
well-being (measured as positive affect, negative affect and life satisfaction) in different
periods of life. Participants were 785 people who were asked to list associations that came
to mind on hearing the word ‘happiness’. The moderating roles of gender and period of life
(adolescence/adulthood, transition/no transition) were analysed. Participants associated
happiness mostly with health and relationships. Other categories included knowledge,
work, material goods and freedom. Those who associated happiness with work had higher
levels of positive affect. Associating happiness with relationships predicted greater life
satisfaction, whereas associating it with material goods predicted lower satisfaction.
Gender moderated the relationship between associations and positive affect: associating
happiness with material goods decreased positive affect among men but no such effect was
observed among women; associating happiness with relationships was beneficial for
women but unbeneficial for men. Additionally, associations with material goods predicted
lower positive affect, especially in times of transition. Associating happiness with
knowledge decreased positive affect in adolescents and increased it in adults. Some ways
of understanding happiness improved life satisfaction but none were related to negative
affect. The relationship between concepts of happiness and positive affect is complex;
some concepts are unbeneficial only for some people and during certain periods of life.
Keywords Well-being  Criteria of happiness  Associations  Lay conceptions of
happiness  Gender  Life-periods
1 Introduction
Lay conceptions of happiness are individual cognitive representations of the nature and
experience of well-being (McMahan and Estes 2010a) and are a relatively new subject of
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psychological research. As stated by Delle Fave and colleagues, this is ‘one crucial topic
[that] has been neglected: what do lay people refer to, when they speak about happiness?’
(Delle Fave et al. 2011, p. 187). Studies focusing on lay conceptions incorporate well-
established approaches to happiness, such as eudaimonic or hedonistic perspectives (see
Carr 2009; Delle Fave et al. 2011, Delle Fave et al. 2013b; Trzebinska 2008) but there
remain gaps in our understanding of the impact of these lay conceptions on experienced
subjective well-being. These areas require qualitative data and studies using a mixed
methods approach (Delle Fave et al. 2013a).
Our study’s aim was to investigate individual conceptions of happiness held by Polish
people of different ages and genders. We also wanted to explore if these conceptions are more or
less beneficial for individual well-being. Our assumption was that the individual’s concepts of
happiness can influence individual well-being (i.e. how happy or satisfied a person is). The
literature indicates that there are indeed dimensions that can facilitate or decrease well-being
(e.g. perceiving material goods as a prerequisite of happiness is unbeneficial for well-being,
Kasser and Ryan 1993). However, we still do not know if these categories serve similar
functions for males and females or for people at different stages of individual development.
1.1 Subjective Well-Being
Most studies of happiness and well-being are based on one of two types of measurement:
(a) evaluations of general well-being that do not identify specific areas of life or (b) e-
valuations of well-being in specific areas of life (such as job, family or relationships) that
can later be used to create an index of well-being. Studies of general happiness allow
participants freedom to apply their own well-being criteria. From a phenomenological
perspective, this is a valuable well-being index because individuals themselves are the best
experts on their own sense of well-being (Zalewska 2003). This more phenomenological
perspective, however, has its drawbacks: it ignores the criteria that people use to judge the
quality of their lives. In contrast, some studies analyse areas of life chosen a priori by the
researchers. This approach provides valuable information about the associations between
specific areas of life and well-being but limits the subjectivity of well-being; it is the
researcher, not the participant, who decides which areas are important (Torras 2008).
In our study, we aimed to build a bridge between these two approaches by including
measures of general well-being (without identifying specific areas) and individual con-
ceptions of happiness. We hoped to determine those dimensions that participants consid-
ered important to their understanding of happiness to determine what, in their opinions,
constitutes happiness and to measure their individual experience of well-being. We aimed
to close the gap in well-being research noted by Delle Fave et al. (2011), who identified a
dearth of qualitative and exploratory research on lay conceptions of happiness, especially
with bigger samples. We use Diener’s (2000) conception of subjective well-being. This
consists of an affective component (positive and negative affect) and a cognitive com-
ponent consisting of evaluations of one’s own life as satisfying or not (satisfaction with
life). These three elements (positive affect, negative affect and satisfaction with life) are
expected to correlate but they are not identical (Schimmack 2008), so we examine their
correlation with lay conceptions of happiness separately.
1.2 Lay Conceptions of Happiness
In the last 2 years, researchers have aimed to establish a methodology for the study of lay
conceptions of happiness. Most studies have used scales based on Western philosophical
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and psychological perspectives (Delle Fave et al. 2011). This is a serious limitation and
more exploratory studies are needed to create a more culture-fair methodology. Research
indicates that individual conceptions of happiness are to some extent universal (Pflug
2009) but that culture and society are both important in determining how people perceive
happiness (Delle Fave et al. 2013b; Joshanloo 2012), suggesting that concepts of happiness
are culture-specific. Analysis of happiness categories ought to take into account the par-
ticular cultural domain and data gathering should, as far as possible, be free from as-
sumptions about the nature of happiness so that participants can freely describe their
understanding of happiness. The investigation of lay conceptions of happiness is important
in determining what is actually researched in studies of subjective well-being. Many
inferences are made from philosophical perspectives, such as hedonic or eudaimonic
conceptions (see Carr 2009; Delle Fave et al. 2011; Trzebinska 2008), and even though
they are the cornerstones of our understanding of happiness a more direct approach is
needed to understand what happiness means to individuals living in a given society at a
particular time.
The study of lay conceptions of happiness is also valuable from a theoretical point of
view as it may elucidate the relationships between various elements of well-being and
establish whether it is a multifaceted concept (Delle Fave et al. 2011). For example,
evidence indicates that cognitive and affective components of well-being are correlated yet
separate constructs (e.g. Lucas et al. 1996). Similarly, lay conceptions may constitute yet
another element of the structure of well-being. Studies of lay conceptions of happiness that
also include well-being measures can indicate how separate well-being dimensions are
influenced by various aspects of happiness as understood by individuals.
1.3 Lay Conceptions of Happiness and Subjective Well-Being Experience
European statistics identify the following dimensions as connected to well-being: health,
relationships, freedom, work, knowledge and material goods (Eurostat 2010). The uni-
versal elements of lay conceptions of happiness are partly congruent with eudaimonic and
hedonistic concepts, and the concept of happiness that an individual adopts may affect the
experienced well-being (Ryan and Deci 2001). Eudaimonic beliefs are more strongly
related to well-being than are hedonistic beliefs (McMahan and Estes 2010b); however, lay
conceptions typically include both eudaimonic and hedonistic elements, such as mental
states of satisfaction and contentment, positive emotions, achievement and control, self-
autonomy, freedom from ill-being and relationships (Lu and Gilmour 2004). These refer to
profound aspects of life such as health, relationships with others, work and material goods.
Several studies have examined links between these areas and experienced well-being.
Relationships are one of the strongest correlates of positive emotions (Bradburn 1969);
they alleviate stress (Se˛k and Cies´lak 2004; Uchino 2004) and their absence greatly de-
creases well-being (e.g. ostracism, Baumeister and Leary 1995). Bonn and Tafarodi (2013)
report that people emphasize that close and enduring relationships are important to well-
being. An overwhelming majority of respondents refer to social relationships as necessary
for achieving happiness (Diener and Oishi 2005; Diener and Seligman 2004; for an
overview see Caunt et al. 2013). Relationship quality is also important in explanations of
well-being constructs (Lehmann et al. 2014).
Subjective health influences well-being and vice versa (Diener and Chan 2011) and
participants frequently mention health as one of the factors vital for well-being (Argyle
1999), despite the fact that people adapt very well to new circumstances and their well-
being may return to baseline levels even in the face of serious health issues (Brickman and
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Campbell 1971). However, the consequences of associating well-being with health are
unknown. Placing great value on health and concentrating on one’s health may promote
health behaviours, promoting subjective well-being through better health. However, in-
dividuals who concentrate on their health may focus on symptoms of possible illnesses;
this in turn may decrease well-being. It is also possible that people value health more when
they experience health problems.
Lay conceptions of happiness congruent with the eudaimonic approach include ele-
ments such as achievement, growth and competency (McMahan and Estes 2010a), all of
which may be associated with the occupational realm. The relationship between work and
subjective well-being is complex and includes issues such as job satisfaction (e.g. spillover
effects, Judge and Watanabe 1993a, b), work-life balance, employment status or occupa-
tional stressors. In other words, work is vital for well-being and is indirectly expressed in
lay conceptions of happiness. These effects suggest that placing value on professional
aspects of life may facilitate greater well-being because of stronger correlations between
indices of well-being and eudaimonic elements of lay conceptions of happiness (McMahan
and Estes 2010a).
There is no clear relationship between individual income, income in societies (Diener
and Biswas-Diener 2002) and subjective well-being, but findings from a few studies
indicate that valuing material things and financial success is negatively correlated with
well-being (Kasser and Ryan 1993). Moreover, financial discrepancy (the gap between
what one wants and what one has) decreases well-being (Brown et al. 2009) and the
relationship between the value attached to money and well-being is mediated by motives
for making money; it might be important for well-being if someone wants to make money,
but the more important question is what they want the money for (Srivastava et al. 2001).
1.4 The Role of Gender and Age
This paper addresses two fundamental questions about gender and well-being: (a) whether
there are differences in subjective well-being between men and women and (b) whether
there are differences in the impact of lay conceptions of happiness on subjective well-being
among men and women. The same questions apply to age differences.
Differences in happiness of men and women are not straightforward and studies yield
conflicting results. A Gallup World Poll-based study indicated that women are generally
happier or as happy as men (Zweig 2014), despite the popular view that their well-being is
lower than that of men. Other studies have shown that gender differences in subjective
well-being in a particular society are moderated by gender inequality (Tesch-Ro¨mer et al.
2008). Moreover, women are more likely to experience higher rates of negative affect.
However, data on life satisfaction and positive affect are mixed; some research suggests
that women may experience higher levels of these components of well-being whereas other
studies report no such differences (Fujita et al. 1991, overview in Tesch-Ro¨mer et al.
2008).
Lay conceptions of happiness need to be analysed within a particular cultural reality. As
Delle Fave and colleagues state: ‘cultural, economic, and collective rules and norms can
indeed expand or restrict the opportunities for action, development and flourishing avail-
able to individuals within a society’ (Delle Fave et al. 2013b, p. 228). Although Western
societies, including Poland, strive for gender equality, there are still many differences in
opportunities and norms between men and women. There are still differences between
Poland and other European countries in the gender ideology predominant in public dis-
course and expressed in the law and social policy. This may influence ideas about feminine
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and masculine social roles and norms. These norms in turn are likely to impact and
differentiate individual goals and needs.
First, differences in norms may determine individual expectations about, for example,
family, career or self-development and consequently determine how individuals under-
stand happiness. Second, they may result in some conceptions of happiness affecting the
well-being of women and men differently. Men and women in Poland may have a different
understanding of their roles in society that are expressed, for example, in the gender
stereotypes strongly perpetuated in Polish public discourse. These cultural norms may
impact the understanding of happiness through the attribution of meaning to different
behaviours and activities1; they may encourage women and men to ascribe different
meanings to activities in specific areas (e.g. motherhood, careers) and form different goals
and values. Polish studies indicate that girls in high school value relationships and the
common good more than boys (Zalewska 1998). They also value conformity and caring for
others more than boys, who emphasize individual achievement and autonomy (Koralewicz
1987). Community orientation (striving for cooperation associated with motives of inti-
macy and affiliation) is also higher among women than men, but agency orientation
(striving for self-enhancement associated with motives of achievement, dominance and
self-autonomy) is higher among men than women (Wojciszke 2010). All Polish studies in
this area based on self-reports point to gender differences in goals.
Additionally, those conceptions that are congruent with social roles typical for one
gender may be more beneficial, because they may generate less tension between the
individual and his/her social surroundings.2 This may be truer for Polish women than men,
as studies indicate that, compared to men, women more often choose activities that are in
line with social expectations (Zalewska 1987).
As Kroll (2011) claims, there is no unitary ‘happiness formula’; different things make
different people happy and there are gender-specific elements that contribute to well-being.
For example, informal socializing increases satisfaction with life among women more than
among men. These elements, however, are often reported to be mediated by cultural
climate, the value of traditional roles and discrimination of women in a given country
(Zweig 2014), so any research claims and interpretations are somewhat limited to par-
ticular cultural domains. There is evidence for gender differences in the effects of job
status on well-being (Jaros and Zalewska 2008; Trzcinski and Holst 2012); while men
suffer most from unemployment and benefit from high status jobs, job status affords almost
no well-being benefits for women. Men and women also tend to react differently to adverse
events (Forest 1996); these events decrease satisfaction in women but affect global hap-
piness in men. Similarly, self-esteem is a better predictor of well-being for men, whereas
for women relationship harmony is a better predictor (Reid 2004).
Finally, biological conceptions may explain gender differences in well-being. Women
score more highly on neuroticism and emotionality than men and numerous studies have
found correlations between these dimensions and well-being (Schmitt et al. 2008). Bio-
logical conceptions may also help interpret the links between goals and happiness; dif-
ferent biological roles, connected to reproduction and childcare for example, may influence
goals and values and in turn lead to a different understanding of happiness.
McMahan and Estes (2012, p. 80) state that: ‘Little is known… about how individual
conceptions of well-being may change with age or how this construct may impact psy-
chosocial functioning at different points in the lifespan.’ The authors provide a detailed
1 This notion is similar to ideas expressed by Csikszentmihalyi (2000).
2 This process is similar to assumptions in social role valorization theory (Wolfensberger 2011).
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overview of previous studies of lay conceptions of well-being and age, concluding that
there are fundamental differences between younger and older adults in terms of goals
(knowledge acquisition in younger groups vs. emotion regulation in older), values (ter-
minal in older groups vs. instrumental in younger) or meaning-making after significant
events (which happen more often in groups of older adults).
Psychology offers many approaches to age and individual human development; the two
main schools of thought involve dialectical and stage models (e.g. Erikson 1950; Ijzen-
doorn et al. 1984). Our aim was to explore differences between people of different ages in a
specific cultural and temporal context. We chose to use a stage model approach; this may
limit the generalization of the results but may also serve as a starting point for further
(longitudinal) studies on age and lay conceptions of happiness.
Stage models are based on the belief that human development happens in stages, which
have certain qualitative characteristics and that individuals face specific tasks in every
stage (e.g. Erikson 1950). This idea was further developed by Levinson, who described
these tasks with greater emphasis on the social and cultural context (1986). He divided life
into four stages/eras, each lasting about 20 years: pre-adulthood, early, middle, and late
adulthood. These eras are separated by transitional periods, or turning points, when im-
portant decisions about future life need to be made. According to Levinson, these periods
are especially challenging because they require people to rethink their life structure (in a
similar way to Erikson’s conception of conflict resolution). Even if the chronological end
points of these eras change with civilizational development and become more flexible, the
general, most universal tasks and transitions are similar in many Western societies; most
people move from dependence in childhood to independence in adulthood, attend schools,
work, form relationships, have children and face challenges connected to getting older.
Three elements are missing from studies of age and lay conceptions of happiness. First,
although differences between older and younger adults have been investigated, little is
known about the role of lay conceptions in the experience of well-being. Integration of the
two elements (well-being and conceptions of happiness), especially if age is treated as a
moderating variable, could yield interesting results. Conceptions of well-being congruent
with developmental tasks at a particular stage in life (Erikson 1950; Levinson 1986) may
be more beneficial to individual well-being than conceptions that emphasize elements
incongruent with opportunities available to people at a certain level of development. This
claim is supported by the selective optimization and compensation model, which indicates
that changes in values and goals that happen when people age may be a sign of adaptation
to changing circumstances (Baltes and Baltes 1990). It is also supported by McMahan and
Estes’s study (2012), which indicated that older and younger adults differ in their con-
ceptions of happiness and that some dimensions (e.g. avoidance of negative experience and
experience of pleasure) were more strongly associated with well-being for older adults.
Second, Ryff and Singer (2008) found that age differences in subjective well-being are
complex. Very few studies have compared well-being in adolescents and adults but those that
have, indicate that the relationship between personality and well-being is connected to life-span
development (e.g. Butkovic et al. 2012). For example, data on the dynamics of neuroticism may
elucidate the dynamics of well-being (Costa et al. 1986). However, little is known about
adolescent concepts of happiness and their impact on the experience of well-being.
Third, studies of conceptions of well-being and their impact on experienced well-being
usually measure such conceptions according to a priori categories. This method limits the
participant’s freedom to choose his or her own understanding of what happiness is. Even
though categories presented by researchers such as McMahan and Estes (2012) are
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correlated with those that people often spontaneously mention, complete reliance on
spontaneous understanding of happiness may yield interesting results.
In summary, research indicates possible differences between genders and between de-
velopmental periods in lay conceptions of happiness. Moreover, the associations between
these conceptions and experienced well-being may be different for women and men, and
for people at different stages of their lives.
2 Methods
2.1 Participants
Participants (N = 785) represented different periods of adolescence and adulthood. There were
two groups of teenagers (aged 13–14: n = 183 and 17–18: n = 209) and two groups of adults
(28–33: n = 208 and 40–45: n = 197). One group from each age period represented a time of
transition; those aged 17–18 were experiencing the end of obligatory education and those aged
40–45 experiencing the mid-life period. The two adolescent groups were still dependent, living
with parents and going to school; the adult groups enjoyed the full range of legal and civic rights
reserved for adults and were (at least partly) financially independent (all adult participants had
jobs). The 13–14-year-olds (adolescence, no transition) attended school and did not anticipate
major changes in their (in)dependence. They would still be going to school and living with
parents for at least another 4 years. The teenagers aged 17–18 (adolescence, transition) attended
high school and were nearing the end of adolescence (age 18) and preparing to move on to the
next stage of life (emerging adulthood, 18–29) (Arnett 2012). They were on the verge of leaving
school and making choices for their future paths, such as choosing subjects for the ‘matura’
exam (the Polish equivalent of SATs, which determines later field of study/career), leaving
home or not and moving to a different town to study (Robinson and Smith 2010). Most Polish
teenagers at this point still live at home but expect their lives to change drastically in subsequent
years when they move on to full adulthood or emerging adulthood (Arnett 2012). Young adults
(adulthood, no transition) in their late 20s and early 30s represented early adulthood. At this age,
many important life events take place but there is no evidence that this is a time of crisis. Rather,
events such as marrying and having children are realizations of developmental tasks set for
early adulthood (Levinson 1986). Adults aged 40–45 (adulthood, transition) represented the
period of mid-life. Polish studies suggest that people experience a period of mid-life transition
around 40–45 years of age and that this is a time of crisis (Oles´ 1995, 2000). Census data on
divorce (for which the average age is 40–41, Gło´wny Urza˛d Statystyczny [GUS] 2012) suggests
that this period signifies a change in life structure. The sample showed a close to even distri-
bution of women and men (women/men: adolescents, 54/46 %; first transition, 40/60 %; young
adults, 53/47 %; mid-life, 56/44 %).
2.2 Procedure
For the teenaged sample, the study was conducted in class with the teacher present. Students
were assured that refusing to participate would have no negative consequences, participation
was voluntary and anonymous, and individual data would not be analysed. For the adult
sample, the questionnaires were distributed in the workplace (after obtaining permission
from a manager or Human Resources Department) and a deadline for return was set. Par-
ticipants were informed that the study was anonymous and voluntary. The questionnaires
were completed within 1 week and placed in a sealed envelope to be returned.




Positive and negative affect were measured using the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (Watson et al. 1988) translated into Polish with a back-translation. The measure
includes a list of 10 adjectives referring to positive (e.g. interested, excited) and 10 to
negative affective states (e.g. guilty, ashamed) and respondents were asked to indicate how
intensely they had experienced each state during the 2 weeks prior to the study. The scale
ranges from 1 (only slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely).
Satisfaction with life was measured using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al.
1985). Participants indicated to what extent they agreed with the statements about their
lives (e.g. ‘In most ways my life is close to my ideal’) on a scale of 1 (I definitely disagree)
to 7 (I definitely agree). Higher scores indicate better life satisfaction.
2.4 Understanding Happiness: The Importance of Criteria Associated with Happiness
There are various proposals about how to measure individual understanding and concep-
tions of happiness (e.g. free-format essays, Pflug 2009; happiness recipes, Caunt et al.
2013). We chose the associative technique (Karwoski and Berthold Jr. 1945; Ross et al.
2006; Szalay and Brent 1967) because the outcome data allow for comparisons between
individual people or groups and the data can be analysed quantitatively. The simplicity of
the answers is both a strength and a weakness of the method. The associations are stable so
we assumed that they include stable clusters of ideas about happiness. This might be a
problem for other methods; for instance, the temporal stability of essay contents is un-
known. Additionally, the simplicity of the grammatical form of associations limits data
reduction issues. The only operation that needs to be performed with the data is putting the
words or short phrases into categories, whereas in other methods context also needs to be
analysed. The drawback of the technique lies mostly in our limited understanding of what
the associations denote: whether the words/phrases should be understood as values, deficits
or resources.
Participants were asked to list associations that came to mind during one minute from
hearing the stimulus word ‘happiness’. We first conducted a preliminary analysis choosing
the six categories proposed by Eurostat (2010) as appropriate for further investigation.
However, these categories are quite broad so we listed additional subcategories to facilitate
the categorization of responses (Table 1). The analyses were conducted using the asso-
ciative group analysis method verified in longitudinal studies, which indicated that the
associations appearing closest to the stimulus word were the most stable ones. With this
method, the most important and most stable categories connected to ‘happiness’ are
adequately represented in the data set. The method suggests that associations should be
weighted: 6 points for the first associations, 5 for the second, 4 for the third, and 3 for the
fourth to seventh. In the present study, only a few participants listed more than seven
associations, so only the first seven responses were taken into account. The associations
were then weighted according to the points indicated by the authors of the associative
group analysis method. This resulted in an index of each category’s weight for each person
calculated as a proportion of the category’s weight to maximal importance. Maximal
importance is the number of points a category would get if all seven associations listed by
one person came from the same category. The results were then transformed so that a
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maximum weight would be 100 points; however, none of the categories gained more than
40 points.
We also created an additional category, ‘Symbols and synonyms of happiness’. The
word ‘happiness’ in the Polish language means both ‘happiness’ and ‘luck’, so some of the
associations denoted symbols from those two areas, such as a four-leaf clover, chocolate
and perfume. Further analyses indicated that these mostly reflected traditional symbols of
happiness in sayings or folklore, but also featured in advertisements and stereotypes. Such
contents do not pertain to individual experience and some researchers have recommended
treating them as non-diagnostic. For example, in Rotter’s Incomplete Sentences Blank
(Rotter and Rafferty 1950), song titles, catch phrases or cultural cliche´s are not interpreted
as indicative of individual experience and are scored as neutral. Therefore, we treated this
category as one of two ‘other’ categories and did not interpret its contents.
The remaining category, ‘ambiguous’, consisted of associations placed in different
categories by the judges. These could be interpreted as pertaining to individual experience
but usually contained words with a double meaning, such as ‘powodzenie’ in Polish, which
means success and prosperity (in terms of material well-being) or popularity with other
people, or ‘zrozumienie’ in Polish, denoting comprehension (in terms of knowledge) or
understanding (being understood by other people). These two associations are in fact multi-
categorical; the former includes relationships and material well-being and the latter refers
to knowledge and relationships.
Table 1 Categories and subcategories of associations with the word ‘happiness’: examples of associations
listed by respondents




Health Health, fitness 34.3
Basic comfort Safety, peace, comfort
Positive emotions Smile, joy
Knowledge and
understanding
Values Faith, living life as one should 4.2
Knowledge and learning Gaining more knowledge,
development
Work Work Career, work, job 5.4
Achievements Promotion, success, fame
Material well-being Material goods Pay, buying new things, gold 7.1
Freedom and self-
determination
Freedom, lack of duties Free time, holidays, skipping class 3
Hobby Sport, singing, dancing
Self-determination Doing what one wants,
independence
Relationships Interpersonal relationships Partner, love, child, friendship,
intimacy
42.4
Contact with nature Nature, horses, dog





Other—ambiguous Ambiguous Note: The judges did not agree on
the category
1a
a Initially we also created the category ‘Unclassifiable’, but only one item (‘platitude’) was classified by
four out of five judges as not fitting any category, so we did not analyse this category
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The associations were ascribed to these categories by five competent judges; if four
judges agreed in their categorization then the association stayed in its category. The
remaining associations were moved to the ‘Other—Ambiguous’ category. The proportion
of associations in this category was small (3.3 % of all listings) but these associations were
usually further from the stimulus word ‘happiness’ so their computed weight was even
smaller (see Table 1 for percentages of weights). In similar studies (Delle Fave et al.
2013b), judges discussed their categorization to reach a common opinion on contents that
were initially categorized differently. In our study, however, we decided to retain the initial
opinions without asking the judges to discuss their choices. We chose this procedure
because the proportion of ambiguous associations was small and the words involved had
double meanings, so any discussion between judges might actually have constructed a new
meaning rather than identifying an existing one.
2.5 Statistical Analyses
We used SPSS Statistics 20.0 software (IBM Corp. 2011) to conduct the analyses. Re-
gression analysis was used to examine if some conceptions of happiness were beneficial or
unbeneficial for the experience of positive affect, negative affect and satisfaction (de-
pendent variables, separate regression analysis for each). In the first step, three dichoto-
mous variables were included: gender (1 = female, 0 = male), transition (1 = period of
transition, 0 = no transition) and adulthood (1 = adulthood, 0 = adolescence). In the
second step, the weights of subsequent categories of associations were entered. In the third
step, pair-wise interactions between weights and each remaining predictor were entered
(i.e. gender, transition, adulthood). All significance tests used the .05 level (two-sided). The
interaction plots were computed using Sibley’s Utilities for examining interactions in
multiple regression (2008).
3 Results
3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 2 shows means, standard deviations, ranges and reliabilities for the dependent
variables. All measures reached sufficient reliability. Mean values for positive affect,
negative affect and satisfaction are all on the positive side of the scale (above the midpoint
for positive affect and satisfaction and below for negative affect). Correlations between
well-being variables are significant, but not strong, suggesting that we should look for their
antecedents separately (Table 3).
Table 2 Descriptive statistics for positive affect, negative affect and life satisfaction
M SD Min Max Reliability
Positive affect 3.31 .68 1 5 .81
Negative affect 2.17 .76 1 5 .85
Satisfaction 4.40 1.15 1 7 .82
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3.2 Understanding of ‘Happiness’ Among Men and Women of Different Ages
All participants associated happiness mostly with two categories: relationships and health.
In comparison to these, other categories were mentioned rarely (at least four times less
often). For most groups, the relationship category was most important, and health took
second place, except for women in the oldest group (mid-life) for whom health was more
important. The data show that happiness is understood mostly as depending on close
familial, friendly or romantic relationships; these were the predominant types of asso-
ciations mentioned by the participants and then ascribed to this category by judges (ex-
amples: friends, baby, husband/wife, family). The two elements of health and positive
emotions were most common in the health category. Participants directly associated
happiness with health; that is, they mentioned the word health in response to the word
‘happiness’ and they listed words denoting positive emotions, such as joy, smile, good
mood (see Table 4).
3.3 Beneficial and Unbeneficial Categories of Associations Among People of Different
Ages
The second aim of the study was to determine whether associating happiness with specific
categories is beneficial or unbeneficial for well-being. Three moderating variables were
included in this analysis: gender, periods of transition in life (as opposed to no transition)
and adulthood (adults vs. adolescents; Table 5).
3.4 The Role of Gender, Transition and Adulthood
Male gender was associated with stronger positive affect and weaker negative affect; being
a man predicted better affective well-being but gender had no association with the cog-
nitive component of well-being. Times of transition predicted lower positive affect and
lower satisfaction; during periods of transition less intense positive affect and decreased
satisfaction would be expected in comparison to other periods. Being an adult (as opposed
to being adolescent) had no predictive value for any of the well-being dimensions.
3.5 Beneficial and Unbeneficial Categories of Associations
Positive affect was more intense when happiness was associated with work. This was the
only straightforward effect for the emotional component of well-being. There were two
effects for satisfaction: importance of material goods decreased satisfaction and impor-
tance of relationships increased satisfaction.
3.6 Categories, Gender and Periods of Life: Interaction Effects
Significant interaction effects were identified only for positive affectivity. No significant
moderating effects were found for the two remaining components of well-being (negative
affect and satisfaction). Associating happiness with material goods decreased positive
affect among men, but not among women; for women this category had little effect
(Fig. 1). The category of relationships was beneficial for women and unbeneficial for men;
that is, understanding happiness in terms of close relationships was connected to more
intense positive affect among women and to less intense positive affect among men
(Fig. 2). The category of material goods was unbeneficial for all periods but the effect was
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Table 5 Results of regression analysis for predictors of positive affect, negative affect and satisfaction with
life
Predictor Positive affect Negative affect Satisfaction
DR2 b b DR2 B b DR2 b b
Step 1 .042*** .013* .012*
Gender -.22 -.17*** .17 .11** -.14 -.06
Transition -.18 -.13*** .04 .02 -.22 -.10**
Adulthood .06 .05 -.04 -.03 -.01 -.1
Step 2 .018* .013 n.s. .021*
Health .00 -.01 .00 .04
Knowledge .00 .03 .00 .01
Work .01 .11** .01 .06
Material -.00 -.03 -.01 -.08*
Freedom .00 .01 .1 .03
Relations .00 .06 .00 .09*
Other—symbols -.01 -.04 .02 .05
Other—ambiguous .02 .05 .00 .00
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stronger in times of transition. This suggests that, especially in more difficult times, un-
derstanding happiness as involving the possession or purchase of many things may de-
crease the intensity of positive emotions (Fig. 3). In adolescence, knowledge was an
unbeneficial category; in adulthood, it was beneficial because it increased positive affect
(Fig. 4).
4 Discussion
This study aimed to investigate subjective well-being in a Polish sample by examining (1)
lay conceptions of happiness among men and women of different ages, (2) differences in
experienced well-being between genders and between developmental periods and (3) as-
sociations between lay conceptions and experience of well-being among men and women
of different ages.
4.1 Conceptions of Happiness in the Polish Sample
A vast majority of participants associated happiness with two areas: health and relation-
ships with other people. These were the two most common categories for age and gender
groups. The data are congruent with previous studies in which participants listed
Table 5 continued
Predictor Positive affect Negative affect Satisfaction
DR2 b b DR2 B b DR2 b b
Constant
R2 .10 .01 .03
N 781 781 785
H = health, K = Knowledge, W = work, M = material goods, F = freedom, R = relationships,
OS = Other—symbols, OA = Other—ambiguous; Gender: 1 = female, 0 = male; Transition: 1 = tran-
sitional period, 0 = non-transitional period; Adulthood: 0 = adolescence, 1 = adulthood
*** p\ .001; ** p\ .01; * p\ .05; n.s. = not significant
Fig. 1 Positive affect values
among men and women listing
material goods rarely (-1 SD)
and often (?1 SD) in response to
the word ‘happiness’
Lay Understanding of Happiness and the Experience of Well-Being 807
123
relationships and health as important elements of well-being (Eurostat 2010). Similar
results were obtained in international studies conducted by Delle Fave et al. (2011), in
which the most significant domains of happiness were family, relationships and health, or
family and work (Delle Fave et al. 2013b). The data from this Polish sample are similar to
those reported in other Western countries, suggesting that these categories are universal
within this cultural realm. The functions of relationships have been extensively analysed by
Ed Diener and colleagues (e.g. Diener and Oishi 2005) and it has been claimed that
relationships with others are necessary (not only beneficial) for well-being. For example,
according to self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2001) relatedness is a basic psy-
chological need that allows people to feel satisfied (see also Delle Fave et al. 2011). Data
Fig. 2 Positive affect values
among men and women listing
relationships rarely (-1 SD) and
often (?1 SD) in response to the
word ‘happiness’
Fig. 3 Positive affect values
among people in transition and
non-transition times listing
material goods rarely (-1 SD)
and often (?1 SD) in response to
the word ‘happiness’
Fig. 4 Positive affect among
adolescents and adults listing
knowledge rarely (-1 SD) and
often (?1 SD) in response to the
word ‘happiness’
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suggest that the function of relationships may be twofold: they correlate with well-being
and they are a causal force. The more and the better relationships we have, the better we
feel, because relationships play a vital role in many aspects of human life, ranging from
mere survival to everyday functioning. Moreover, changes in relationships influence well-
being, as in the case of widows or divorced people (see Diener and Oishi 2005). Echoing
claims made by Delle Fave et al. (2013a), these findings support theoretical assumptions
about the meaning of relationships for well-being because they directly show that for lay
people this is the most important category in the understanding of happiness. Although our
data do not allow for inferences about the specific meaning of these associations, previous
work (e.g. Delle Fave et al. 2011) indicates that participants feel that relationships affect
well-being because they serve as a motive underlying goals and meaning of life.
The category ‘health’ included the experience of health itself and positive emotions.
This points to the importance of freedom from ill-being (Lu and Gilmour 2004) as an
element associated with being happy. It also indicates that the ability to experience positive
emotions, such as joy and contentment (which point to freedom from mental ill-being), is
central to concepts of happiness. Interestingly, this suggests that at an implicit level people
believe that happiness is a state of physical and mental well-being that allows for full and
unhindered functioning.
Relationships and health constituted a large proportion of all listed associations, with
other categories rare by comparison. Nevertheless, work and material goods were also
associated with happiness and, to a much lesser extent, knowledge and freedom. In con-
clusion, all categories identified by Eurostat as meaningful for well-being were also men-
tioned by Polish participants, so we managed to confirm this list in qualitative research.
4.2 Experience of Well-Being in the Polish Sample
As in other studies worldwide (Diener and Diener 1996), Polish studies indicate that Polish
people are generally happy and satisfied (Jaros and Zalewska 2008). In our sample, women
experienced less intense positive affect and more intense negative affect but there were no
gender differences in satisfaction. However, we did not control for the social inequalities
between genders that may be responsible for some of these differences (Zweig 2014). Both
social and biological conceptions may be helpful in explaining these inequalities. Social
conceptions emphasize that gender differences in many psychological variables are likely
to stem from differences in socialization. Polish social reality is still characterized by
traditional gender roles and gender inequality (e.g. expressed in lower wages for women,
GUS 2012) and stereotypical approaches to femininity and masculinity are still
widespread. In consequence, women may be more eager to admit to experiencing negative
emotions because it is congruent with stereotypical feminine emotionality.
Biological conceptions emphasize that there are gender differences in temperamental
and personality characteristics that correlate with emotional functioning; for example,
emotional reactivity is higher among women and is connected to greater sensitivity to
emotional stimuli, which consequently produces lower positive affect and increased
negative affect (Bojanowska and Zalewska 2014; Zawadzki and Strelau 1997). There are
also gender differences in neuroticism levels, which are higher among women (Costa et al.
1986), suggesting that women experience a less positive affective balance.
We suspected that transitional times, as described in Levinson’s (1986) model of human
development, would be connected to a decline in well-being, because they are more
challenging and may be stressful. In our sample, the only decrease we observed for
transition periods pertained to positive affectivity. This suggests that transition times in our
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group were of moderate or mild intensity; if stress were greater, both positive and negative
affect would be expected to change. We derive this claim from the dynamic model of affect
(Reich and Zautra 2002), which states that positive and negative affects are most inde-
pendent of one another under low stress. When stress is low, processing capacity is at its
maximum and so the person is able to draw fine distinctions and process many dimensions
of judgment simultaneously. This enables the person to react with changes to one type of
affect but not to both (which happens with stress of greater intensity).
4.3 Beneficial and Unbeneficial Conceptions of Happiness
We found that subjective well-being was connected to lay conceptions of happiness and
observed both straightforward effects and interaction effects. Satisfaction with life was
lower if happiness was associated with material possessions and higher if happiness was
associated with relationships. These data are congruent with studies on values and well-
being (Kasser and Ryan 1993), which suggest that concentrating on external goals, such as
financial success, is connected to poorer indices of well-being and confirms the positive
role of relationships in subjective well-being. We suspect that people who associate
happiness with relationships invest more time and effort in their relationships, which
improves relationship quality and leads to greater life satisfaction.
We also showed that people who associated happiness with the work domain experi-
enced more intense positive affect. Research indicates that personal growth and compe-
tence development are intrinsic motives underlying work goals (Delle Fave et al. 2013b),
which facilitate engagement, enjoyment and the experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi
2000). In this context, our findings are congruent with McMahan and Estes’s (2010b)
suggestion that the eudaimonic elements of lay conceptions of happiness are connected to
experienced well-being. Data suggest that perceiving happiness to be achieved through
work promotes positive affect but, surprisingly, this is not connected to other dimensions of
well-being.
Interestingly, some dimensions of the lay conceptions of happiness were not universally
beneficial or unbeneficial for well-being. We observed that men who listed material goods
as connected to happiness experienced less intense positive affect than those who men-
tioned material goods less often. This suggests that a materialistic approach is especially
damaging for men but has no such effect for women. This may be because of the cultural
and societal mechanisms that generate traditional gender ideology and typical gender roles
in Poland.
While Poland is a Western society, traditional gender roles are still more prevalent there
compared to many European countries, which means that men are viewed as breadwinners
responsible for household income even if most women also have jobs (Langdon and
Klomegah 2013). Previous studies indicate that men are more sensitive to job status (Jaros
and Zalewska 2008, Poland; Trzcinski and Holst 2012, Germany); there are few or no
differences in well-being among women with different job status (managerial, non-high
level or household position) whereas among men there are differences between all groups.
The two elements of material possessions and job status may be indicative of social status.
Perhaps perceiving social status as a prerequisite of happiness is not beneficial for men
because traditional masculinity is threatened by current cultural and social transitions; for
example, by women’s increasing role in the job market and heated public discussion about
traditional and liberal gender ideology.
We also found gender differences in the association of happiness with relationships.
Women who mentioned relationships more experienced more intense positive affect,
810 A. Bojanowska, A. M. Zalewska
123
whereas men who emphasized relationships experienced less intense positive affect. There
are a number of possible explanations for this. First, stereotypical masculine and feminine
roles expressed in traditional gender ideology, in which women are considered responsible
for social and emotional bonds (Langdon and Klomegah 2013), suggest that valuing re-
lationships is desirable among women but not among men. The traditional model of
masculinity does not promote sensitivity, and traditional conceptions of gender roles and
differences in socialization suggest that men should be independent while women should
be interdependent (Cross and Madson 1997). This is congruent with social role valorization
theory (Wolfensberger 2011); attitudes congruent with predominant social roles are more
beneficial because they do not induce as much stress.
Second, most theoretical approaches to gender differences consider women to be taught
or predisposed to care for relationships.3 If we accept this claim, then associating happiness
with relationships may be easier for women but may prove difficult for men, creating
tensions between the traditional and the liberal concept of masculinity. This explanation
fits with findings from Polish samples that goals connected with relationships are more
important for girls than for boys (Koralewicz 1987; Zalewska 1998) and for women more
than for men (Wojciszke 2010).
This study showed that age may function to moderate the relationship between con-
ceptions of happiness and well-being. In transitional periods, the association of happiness
with material goods was especially damaging, more so than in periods of no transition. As
Levinson (1986) suggests, transitional periods take place at specific points in individual
development when structural changes are expected, such as moving from dependence to
independence. According to Erikson (1950), these times are characterized by a necessary
change in perspective. Both approaches posit some form of challenge or stress in these
periods, so why should happiness not be associated with material possessions at these
times? Perhaps this mechanism functions to ‘add insult to injury’ in that two converging
unfavourable elements (the stress of transition and the valuing of extrinsic rewards) pro-
duce an even stronger unbeneficial effect. We suspect that only positive affect was in-
fluenced because the transitions experienced by our participants were of mild intensity
(Reich and Zautra 2002). Material goods (e.g. shopping, nice things, money) may represent
a hedonistic dimension incongruent with the characteristics of a transition period, when
energy should be spent on facing change and challenge (Levinson 1986), integration of
meaning and continuity (Erikson 1950) rather than on extrinsic values.
Finally, we also observed different effects of associating knowledge and understanding
with happiness for adolescents and adults. Adults who listed knowledge more often ex-
perienced more positive affect but there was an inverse effect for adolescents. Perhaps the
value of knowledge may not be beneficial in adolescence because it is a sign of an
unresolved conflict; the issue of working hard to acquire knowledge should have been
resolved at an earlier stage (Industry vs. Inferiority, Erikson 1950). Moreover, knowledge
and understanding are associated with eudaimonic elements of lay conceptions of happi-
ness (internalised values, spiritual and competence development) and developing such an
approach to happiness requires a certain level of maturity and the resolution of the most
important tasks of adolescence: identity formulation (Erikson 1950) or gaining indepen-
dence (Levinson 1986). More recent research suggests that solving these tasks nowadays
3 Such ideas can be found in biological conceptions (e.g. gender differences arise from the different
biological roles of males and females in reproduction and underlie gender role development and differen-
tiation), sociologically-oriented theories (emphasizing construction of gender at an institutional level) or
social cognitive theory (emphasizing the learning process) (Bussey and Bandura 1999).
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lasts much longer than expected by Erikson, so the new stage of ‘emerging adulthood’ at
ages 18–29 has been proposed (Arnett 2012). These findings suggest that eudaimonic
conceptions of happiness may be beneficial only after these tasks have been completed,
usually later than 18, whereas our teenaged sample was 13–18. As a result, teenagers who
associated happiness with the eudaimonic dimension had lower indices of positive affect.
Contrastingly, adults who associated happiness with knowledge and understanding
(personal growth, competence and spiritual development) experienced increased positive
affect. These eudaimonic beliefs about happiness seemed to indicate maturity related to the
search for generativity, which can be achieved by assuming socially valuable roles
(Erikson 1950) such as that of a parent or, later on, a mentor (Levinson 1986).
In conclusion, people mostly associate happiness with health and relationships but the
effect of lay conceptions of happiness on experienced well-being differs depending on
gender and age. Associating happiness with work and relationships promotes well-being,
while associating it with material possessions may be damaging, particularly for men and
in times of transition. Moreover, Polish women who associate happiness with relationships
experience more positive emotions while men who do the same experience less positive
emotions. Associating happiness with knowledge and understanding in the adult sample
promoted well-being but decreased well-being in the adolescent sample.
4.4 Limitations and Future Research
First, the method used—the associative technique—is only one possible way to measure
lay conceptions of happiness. As stated in the Methods, this technique seemed most fitting
for the purpose of the study but its limitations include problems with interpretations of the
associations themselves. Associations may point to deficits; for example, people experi-
encing health issues would mention health more often than healthy people, or people
experiencing problems in relationships would more often claim that happiness is associated
with relationships. However, associations may represent instead those areas that par-
ticipants feel particularly good about; for example, they may associate happiness with a
particular relationship (e.g. listing ‘child’ as their first association) because it currently
makes them happy. The list of possible interpretations is surely not complete and this needs
to be considered in future studies.
Second, the study used a Polish sample, which limits the possibility for generalization,
especially in terms of gender effects. The results can be considered universal only after
similar studies have been conducted in other countries, or if similar findings are obtained
after controlling for significant social or cultural variables, such as traditional gender roles
and stereotypes about femininity and masculinity prevalent in a particular society.
Third, the transitionality of the periods was inferred from the characteristics of par-
ticular age groups. We did not verify if the participants experienced these transitions but
relied on objective criteria, such as accompanying stages of formal education. Future work
would need to verify the transitionality of particular periods in terms of subjective
experience.
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